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Dedication
“A Line in the Sand” is dedicated to the memory of Thomas Berry. Between the
times that Thomas moved back to his birthplace in Greensboro, North Carolina in
1993 and his death in 2009, I had numerous occasions to meet and to talk with him
in a variety of settings both personal and public. His wide-ranging thinking and his
personal encouragement motivated me to keep pushing my own intellectual clarity
on the magnitude of cultural change required at the species level as Planet Earth
moves into the Ecozoic Era. This paper has resulted from that endeavor.

F. Nelson Stover
October 2009

Thomas Berry at the inauguration of the Universe Story Walk
at Stover’s Sejour, April 1999.
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Preface
When a person transplants a tree from one place to another they begin by digging
vertically around the tree to cut the small roots that go laterally through the soil.
After a bit of work the tree will seem loose and ready to move. Actually getting it out
of the hole often proves more difficult than expected; that one deep root from below
the center continues to hold the tree in place despite the extensive wiggling and
prying. Until this one final root is cut, the tree can not be moved.
I first encountered social injustice in the summer of 1960 when my high school youth
group traveled by bus from East Lansing, Michigan to Wadley, Alabama. In rural
Tennessee we stopped at a service station and encountered three bathrooms –
men, women and colored. This event opened my eyes to racial inequities that were
prevalent both in the North and the South of my country. Before I graduated from
high school, I had committed myself to spending my life working to reduce social
injustice. This quest took me and my wife to Australia, Belgium, Egypt, India and
rural Appalachia before 1990. Having spent 30 years working to eliminate poverty
and inequity, I began to ask myself why this task was so difficult, why so many good
intentions were failing, why participatory decisions were overridden by political
power plays, why the gap between the rich and the poor – the first and the third
worlds – was widening rather than shrinking.
Upon returning to the United States in 1991, I began to look at the cultural patterns
of the American society. I asked: what assumptions, values, lifestyle choices and
modes of understanding most impair the opportunities for significant social change
toward equitable, sustainable life on Planet Earth. The list of issues and clues got
long. Yet I have now come to the conclusion that the deep tap root that inhibits
creative social movement, the underlying contradiction to global sustainability, lies
with the outdated assumptions that human beings – around the globe – make about
the very nature of the universe in which they live. Until this picture of reality
changes, the dilemmas of the 20th Century will continue to haunt the citizens of the
21st Century. How to make this change, how to cross this line in the intellectual
sand, has become the focus of my attention and energy. This transformational
decision provides the theme for the “Inspirational Challenge” which follows.
A version of this challenge was offered to the Unitarian Universalist Church of
Greensboro in September 2009 during their Sunday worship. Four other sermons
were given over the preceding two years which provided a context for The Line in
the Sand. All of these are available in electronic form for download on the internet at
www.EmergingEcology.org/fns.
Comments about any of these papers may be addressed to the author, F. Nelson
Stover, by emailing StoverN@Bellsouth.net. Each of the papers are offered as
beginning points for dialogue and discussion for people who have seen the
imaginary line in the intellectual sands of the 21st Century.
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Background Readings

From “Understanding Whitehead”
By Victor Love
In Process and Reality, Whitehead’s … unit process of
becoming, an “actual entity,” is a self-guided integration of
given data: “the actual entity, in a state of process during
which it is not fully definite, determines its own ultimate
definiteness”. … When we think of anything as half formed
(like a drop of water at the faucet) or half grown, we
customarily think of its state as perfectly definite. Probably
this merely manifests our uncritical pictorial habit of
supposing that there is a definite distribution of matter at
every state – even every instant – of a process. In
Whitehead’s philosophy of organism a different kind of
definiteness obtains: definite alternative potentialities
(external objects and not yet realized propositions) are there.
… “Self-realization is the ultimate fact of facts. An actuality
is self-realizing, and whatever is self-realizing is an
actuality”. What is radical is his fidelity to this requirement, in
assigning self-causation to the becoming of every puff of
existence. … Whitehead’s system, almost alone among
cosmologies, has a richness which is not many orders of
magnitude removed from that of the world.

Johns Hopkins Press, Baltimore, 1966;
pages 371-372.
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From “Saviors of God: Spiritual Exercises”
By Nikos Kazantzakis

The Silence
1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

The soul … is a flame, a bird of fire that leaps from
bough to bough, from head to head, and that shouts: “I
cannot stand still, I cannot be consumed, no one can
quench me!”
All at once the Universe becomes a tree of fire. Amidst
the smoke and the flames, reposing on the peak of
conflagration, immaculate, cool, and serene, I hold that
final fruit of fire, the Light.
From this lofty summit I look on the crimson line which
ascends – a tremulous, blood-stained phosphorescence
that drags itself like a lovesick insect through the raincool
coils of my brain.
The ego, race, mankind, earth, theory and action, God
– all these are the phantasms made of loam and brain,
good only for those simple hearts that live in fear, good
only for those flatulent souls that imagine they are
pregnant.
Where do we come from? Where are we going? What
is the meaning of this life? That is what every heart is
shouting, what every head is asking as it beats on chaos.

Simon and Shuster, Inc., New York, 1960;
pages 127-128.
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Introduction

Mark my Words

Mark my words –
Long after the grandchildren of everyone reading this have died,
When the historians tell the story of the 21st Century,
They will say that during this time:
Around the globe,
Human beings of all persuasions and perspectives,
At the species level,
Consciously decided to affirm their place
In an Emerging Universe.
In so doing,
The Human Species, individually and collectively,
Chose to help shape the as yet unknown future
By acting in ways that called forth
The highest potential of every creature and element of the present.
And forever after,
Planet Earth benefited more fully from the gifts of each species.
Future generations were insured of a vibrant home in which to live,
And throughout the Universe
Each particle and possibility felt a tinge of excitement.
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Part I: Appropriating the Experience of the Emerging Universe
In the northern part of The Netherlands where the North Sea waves pound against
the protective dikes, the residents have built a statue to the little boy who stuck his
finger in the hole to protect the citizens. When a person stands in these towns and
realizes that the fields and homes lie below the level of the raging sea beyond, one
understands why great honor would go to the person who saved his community from
impending inundation. I have seen the statue of the boy with his finger in the dike.
I’ve never seen a statue of Charles Darwin. But if there was one in the same vain as
the one of the little boy, it would show Darwin pounding his fist into the intellectual
walls of the 19th Century – making any cracks and weaknesses even larger and
frailer. When Charles Darwin set out on his around the world voyage as the
naturalist on the Beagle he may have had no grand notions of changing the thinking
patterns of the world; he was simply observing, carefully. Nonetheless, after his
return to London as he began to participate in the conversations and dialogues that
were going on among the intellectual leaders of the time, he decided to publish the
Origin of the Species as a way to mark a radical departure from many of the
conventional understandings of his time.
By the time the 20th Century opened, many scientists and philosophers were probing
the intricacies of the Universe around them. Albert Einstein, from his desk at the
patent office and then from university classrooms, blurred the line between energy
and matter. He showed that two presumably unrelated realities were, in fact, related
by the now famous equation e = mc2. He demonstrated that the amount of energy
available is equal to the mass times the square of the speed of light. In so doing,
Einstein broke down an intellectual wall between the physical world of matter and
the vibrant world of energy.
One of the most startling ways that the general public opinion was changed was led
by Sir Edwin Hubble and the other astronomers who probed the fringes of the
galaxies with ever larger telescopes. Their pictures of stars being born, galaxies
colliding with one another and illuminated gas clouds provided indelible images for
common people reading everyday publications. Countless other examples could be
given of ways that the scientific community probed to comprehend way that the
Universe grows and changes. From using plate tectonics to describe the ways the
mountains rise and earthquakes send tsunami waves across the oceans to the
articulations of quantum physics to explain the interaction of atoms and sub-atomic
particles the dynamics of an ever-changing reality impacted both the scientific
community and the popular imagination.
Not only did the exploration into the inner workings of reality occur in the physical
dimensions, even the philosophical frameworks and the sociological and
psychological workings of individuals and the human species received similar critical
attention. Philosophers like Alfred North Whitehead explored ways to explain how
the processes of the Universe occur by giving new dynamic interpretation to
individual entities at all levels. His book “Process and Reality”, while dense and
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somewhat difficult to understand, got included in academic curriculum in both
universities and seminaries – his thinking clearly became an opinion with which to be
reckoned.
While two world wars dominated the first half of the century, leaders around the
world in the 2nd half of the century sought more peaceful ways for conflict resolution.
Inspired by people like Mahatma Gandhi and Martin Luther King, Jr. people sought
non-violent options for advocating for change and for eliminating injustice. Social
movements focusing on themes from women’s rights to avoiding the dangers of
smoking arose and enticed their own particular followings. The radical expansion of
communication technologies and transportation alternatives meant that what was
happening in one community was known by others, around the world, often almost
simultaneously with the local event itself. People began actively participating in
forging their own destinies.
In 1954, the 2nd General Assembly of the World Council of Churches convened in
Evanston, Illinois around the theme of ways to increase the participation of the laity.
This seemed like a good way in grow the various churches involved in the Council.
However, asking for participation opens a lot of unanticipated doors. The opinions of
women had to be taken into account in new ways. Other groups from racial
minorities to people with diverse sexual orientations also asked to participate without
compromising their particular perspectives and propensities. After opening the door
to participation, some denominations affirmed diversity better than others. Around
the globe, whether in corporate board rooms, religious centers or family homes by
the end of the 20th Century barriers of differentiation between those with a say in the
directions of the future and those without were blurring and breaking.
The 21st Century dawned on an interconnected human species increasingly
becoming aware of its impact on the Planet. Bangladeshi villagers with cell phones
and cable TV access in homes throughout Indian cities represent the results of
technologies which brought images of social change and lifestyle alternatives to
masses of humanity on every continent. While the effects of global warming could
be ignored by some in the 20th Century, during the early years of the 21st Century
the radical weather patterns and changing arctic conditions highlighted the direct
influence of one species on many other species and on the cycles of the planet itself
in ways that could no longer be generally ignored. Two profound kinds of
awareness began to dawn on the intellectual and political leaders as well as the
general population. First, any hope that long-term stability within the social fabric
would return simply by enacting new policies or enforcing existing legislation
became ever more unlikely. Secondly, examples of specific ways that the human
species was affecting the planet became ever more prevalent.
Sometimes realizations and events can be ignored; sometimes they cannot. When
Henry Ford built his Model T, the windshield stuck straight up in front of the driver
and passenger. At the speeds his cars could travel, given their engine size and the
quality of the roads over which they traveled, wind resistance on a vertical surface
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could effectively be ignored. As long as the windshield didn’t jiggle off of the vehicle,
it would not blow off. However, as roads became smoother and horsepower
increased, the shape of the vehicle, including the angle of the windshield became
critical factors. On the NASCAR tracks and at the Indianapolis 500 where the cars
approach 250 miles per hour even the thickness of the decals on the sides of the car
can impact the air flow over the vehicle and affect the outcome of multi-million dollar
races. The drag from the decals can affect fuel consumption and average speed
enough to influence the outcome of the race. Like wind resistance on a race car, the
impact of the human species on the well-being of Planet Earth became a factor to be
reckoned with at the beginning of the 21st Century.
Reconciling the role of the human species and the process by which the future
unfolds at the individual and planetary levels with conventional wisdom and
traditional religious understandings creates the fundamental crisis of faith in the 21st
Century. Especially in the developed nations, as the degree of awareness of the
scope of the environmental problems rises, the hope for a savior from the dilemma
increases. The idea that something from beyond can remove the negative impacts
of current lifestyles without requiring significant changes in behavior the patterns of
Western society has become an escape route for many satisfied citizens and well
meaning believers. Whether couched in language advocating obedience to some
predefined ancient policies or the forthcoming intervention by powers unimagined by
present science, these escapes from the ambiguities surrounding how to insure the
long-term sustainability of the planet allow people to avoid the hard decisions which
foster species level change.
Whether trying to resolve international conflicts in Afghanistan and Pakistan or to
address the energy crisis in North America or to balance a household budget and
raise a family, the old default patterns of hierarchical decision making and ramping
up the economic engine by increasing consumption of household goods fail for
individuals and societies. These modes continually fall short of providing an
adequate resolution. No longer do the traditional responses to the decisions of
everyday life provide adequate, fulfilling and sustainable solutions to the situations at
hand – neither at the individual nor international level nor anywhere in between.
One by one and then collectively around the Planet, human beings are encountering
an imaginary line in the intellectual sand – this line divides the awareness of living in
an Emerging Universe from the perspectives based on a Created Reality. This line
in the sand creates a distinction between self-consciously deciding to live in an
Emerging Universe in which every person and particle participates in creating the
shape of the as yet unknown tomorrow and trying to live in a Created Reality in
which the objective of each individual piece of creation is to fit in, to live according to
rules and regulations defined for its kind. Determining on which side of this line one
chooses to live has become the inescapable question upon which hinges the fate of
Planet Earth in the 21st Century.
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Part II: Acquiring Tools for Internalizing the Emerging Universe
Making the change from one perspective of the Universe to another involves skills
that are not often taught in schools and which lie beyond the traditional processes of
socialization. Nonetheless, precedents for this kind of change abound within the
contemporary imagination. The following paragraphs outline four kinds of activities
that will assist in this transition: a) making changes in language, b) clarifying modes
of expression, c) recovering past wisdom in a new context and d) becoming willing to
live through the confusion and turmoil which accompany the ever more frequent
times of transition.
When the ancestors of modern day giraffes encountered food scarcities on the
fringes of the African forests, they responded by growing longer necks to reach
leaves higher than those that could be reached by their competitors and the hyenas
and zebra. When modern day humans encounter challenging situations, they
change their cultural framework – a) the way they describe and understand the world
they live in, b) the lifestyles and patterns of social interaction through which they
interrelate with each other and their environment as well as c) the celebrations and
rituals by which they give significance to their daily lives. The 20 th Century provided
numerous examples of cultural transformation including the civil rights movements
and the women’s revolution. Responding to the crisis of faith which arises from
encountering this Line in the Sand will require a species-level change from human
beings around the Planet.
In times of cultural transformation, one of the important changes occurs in the realm
of language. During the height of the Civil Rights Movement in the 1960’s, I became
increasingly sensitive to the words I used to describe people whose skin was
considerably darker than my own and whose hair was more kinky than my straight
hair. Some of the words that my father, for example, used – especially one
beginning with an “n” – no longer seemed appropriate to describe my new friends
from a different cultural background. I changed the way that I referred to my African
American friends.
A similar change of language occurred during the Women’s Revolution of the
1970’s. In 1975, several of my female acquaintances came to me to ask for my
assistance in getting changes made to the words in the motivational song book of
the organization of which we were associated. They pointed out to me that the
words “man” and “mankind” were commonly used when, in fact, the intent was to
describe phenomena that applied to men and women both. At first, this didn’t seem
– to me – to be a problem, but as we talked further I began to realize that the songs
were reinforcing the image that I had that men made decisions and women did what
they were told. Once I became aware of the disconnect between what I was saying
and what I was intending, we worked together to rewrite the songs we were singing
– the messages we were continually sending to ourselves and to each other.
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Over the past several decades, this same trend toward gender neutral language has
impacted offices, churches and schools. When I was child, one of my favorite
hymns began “Once to every man and nation comes the moment to decide …”.
Unfortunately, now that I am aware of what the words really say and what actually
goes on in my life at home and in the larger world, this does not describe the totality
of my experience. Clearly my wife faces “moments to decide”; she also participates,
actively, in making the decisions in our family and in the communities of which we
are a part. Furthermore, our dog, Perdu, participates in and affects our family
decisions in his species specific way. In the new Unitarian Universalist Church
hymnal my old favorite song has been rewritten. It now begins “Once to every soul
and nation comes the moment to decide …”. This verbiage has a much higher
correlation to my everyday experience and conveys to me and others an important
message about each individual entity making decisions regarding the shape of the
future.
The species-level change now going on requires similar attention to the way we talk
about the larger reality of which we are all a part. To say we live in “God’s Creation”
almost immediately eliminates the critical importance our species plays in
envisioning and inventing the actual shape of the unknown future. Such language
changes the attention back to trying to fit in, to obeying some pre-existing laws and
policies.
On the contrary, talking about showing up in an “Emerging Universe” quickly opens
up the possibilities of actively participating in building that which is yet to come. I’ve
tried other words to describe the reality of which we are a part. Phrases like
“autopoetic reality” and “self-creating universe” seemed either too hard to pronounce
or too quickly offensive. Some people have tried to emphasis the “interiority” within
each element of the universe; but this quickly leads to an unhelpful reduction to how
one feels.
However, when talking about an “Emerging Universe” one must also understand that
the Universe as a whole, and each particular part, has a numinous aspect, a set of
qualities and propensities which transcend the mere physical interactions and
properties to which most things are normally reduced. The Emerging Universe of
which we are all now a part – just like the one in which all of our predecessors since
the beginning of time existed whether they knew it or not – cannot be described as a
fixed reality with separate physical and spiritual dimensions but rather it must be
related to as though it were a seamless entity unchanging in its wholeness yet ever
becoming new through the perpetual actions of each interrelated component.
When attempting to talk about the Emerging Universe, or any of its components,
care must be taken to observe the kinds of language used in the conversation.
Often when I went to visit Thomas Berry his conversation would dwell on one minute
aspect or another. One such of these foci involved the distinction between
“metaphorical” language and “univocal” language. He stressed that this dichotomy
in types of linguistic expression was especially relevant when discussing the
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Universe as a whole or when conversation involved matters in which what have
traditionally been called the physical and spiritual realms were both involved.
Metaphorical language uses words more as images, to give an idea of what is being
discussed by associating one set of experiences with another. Univocal language
provides unambiguous specific forms of communication in ways that convey one and
only one meaning. When I say “Bring me a red apple” or “I am married to Elaine”
these convey a specific set of ideas and concepts to the listener. Apples are fruits
which are clearly different from pears or plums. Marriage is a legal institution
recognized by faith traditions, other individuals and the state government and its
courts. However, if I say “I love my wife” or “atoms are composed of electrons
circling around a nucleus of protons and neutrons” these are more metaphorical
statements. I do love my wife, but I also say that I love chocolate and I love a warm
spring day. So the word “love” is used more metaphorically to describe a
constellation of feelings, emotions and actions which the listener’s mind must add to
the conversation to understand the meaning I am trying to convey. Likewise,
science uses metaphorical language to describe entities and phenomenon which it
encounters. Whether atoms can best be described as waves or particles depends
on the precise way they are encountered or measured. The television image of little
green balls encircling tightly packed red and yellow spheres must be understood as
a metaphor for the reality of atoms.
The excerpts from Whitehead and Kazantzakis that are included as Background
Readings at the beginning of this document demonstrate the two different
approaches to describing the experience of participating in the Emerging Universe.
Whitehead attempts to build a univocal language for describing the process of
change that pervades the Universe. Kazantzakis paints a word-picture of the
experience of standing on the leading edge of the crimson line which wends its way
through time and space. Both approaches have their own particular gifts and
shortcomings. Knowing which kind of language is being used is essential to
understanding either.
Acknowledging that since the beginning of language humans have spoken both
metaphorically and univocally provides a key element in appropriating the wisdom of
previous ages into the modern era. As the human species moves into a selfconscious awareness of its place and role in an Emerging Universe, sizeable bodies
of wisdom from past cultures can aid in making sense of the world in which we live.
The Wiccans, for instance, have a long tradition of understanding that the divine is
present in everything. Their poetry and practices can help modern societies
understand the numinous dimension of all components of the expansive Universe.
Care must be taken to separate, in their writings and discourse, the metaphorical
and the univocal articulations.
Likewise, the Aboriginal Peoples on every continent have vast storehouses of
practical wisdom about being friends with the trees and animals. They know which
plants help with which specific human frailties and how to listen to the animals. I
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once talked with David Mowaljarlai, an Australian Aboriginal tribal elder, who had
walked by himself from Ayres Rock at the center of the continent to his home on the
northwestern coast. I asked him how he found water on the journey. He said that
he watched the lizards. I asked for details about what to watch for. He explained
that if the lizard’s tongue was hanging out you should follow it to water; if its tongue
was in you should go the opposite way to water as the lizard had just taken a drink.
I’m quite certain that more was involved than this; but I also realize that he and his
friends do know how to walk alone through the desert and that my friends and I do
not have these skills.
The great religious traditions which undergirded the march of civilization up through
the 20th Century also contain deep wisdom both about how to live with one another
in human community and about how to plumb the depths of human consciousness.
Their holy books and ancillary writings and practices provide clues to modern global
civilization and authentic individual spirituality. Yet, in the 21st Century, particular
care must be taken to avoid the all too easy tendency to confuse metaphorical
language for univocal language. Information about the beginnings of time and the
formation of the environment in which particular societies found themselves were
based on the best current information available. Without belittling the wisdom of the
people who formulated the perspectives that were passed down to our generation,
care must be taken to not to misrepresent traditional images for scientific facts.
Finally, to internalize the experience of living in an Emerging Universe, one must
come to grips with the ambiguity of living in transition. In earlier eras of human
existence, the pace of social change crept along at such a slow pace that many
generations could live exactly (or seemingly exactly) like their predecessors. Thus,
images of a fixed reality at the macro level coincided with the experiences at the
individual and tribal levels and a sense of harmony and regularity could be achieved.
Many people still try to live in such a static mode today – care must be taken not to
denigrate or insult those who see life this way.
For many, however, the technologies, lifestyle options, social milieus and physical
and spiritual options which are becoming increasingly available to people of diverse
economic and social backgrounds in cities and villages around the globe precipitate
transformations of understanding and perspective on a frequent cycle. Living amid
transition can be frustrating when old ways of operating now longer suffice but new
ways are not yet popular, prevalent or even possible. More and more, people are
grasping, at a personal level, the fact that they live in an Emerging Universe.
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Part III: Envisioning the Practical Social Impacts
Of Affirming the Emerging Universe
Greater importance, however, must be given to the inescapable fact that it does
make a difference in the way a person acts and how they make decisions, than to
simply to whether a person says they live in an Emerging Universe or in a Created
Reality. The sections that follow focus specifically on the practical implications of
crossing the imaginary line in the intellectual sand and self-consciously living in an
Emerging Universe.
Most of the education systems which got societies through the 20 th Century focused
on training people to fit in to the world in which they found themselves. This
approach worked fine when societies were not changing dramatically from
generation to generation and when the size of the human population was smaller
relative to the carrying capacity of the natural systems of Planet Earth. Appropriate
21st Century educational systems will focus more on how change happens; how
societies and individuals navigate from one stable situation through chaos and
turbulence to new and often more complex periods of existence. When considering
the history of the Planet and of the human species, instead of focusing on the ways
of one period and then jumping to the next period of stability, teachers will guide
pupils through the ambiguities and struggles which led to the new organizational
patterns.
Those political structures which assume that a few wise people know all the answers
and that they will tell others the proper course into the future will be replaced by
participatory structures that use methods and procedures designed to tap the
creativity and perspective of all stakeholders. While the “wise elder” model did
provide an adequate response for previous generations, this approach no longer
suffices in the contemporary setting with widespread educational opportunities and
immediate information access through internet connectivity.
Furthermore, instead of assuming that constancy and stability represent the norm,
social structures will become more tolerant of the chaos and confusion which
accompany change and transformation. As the human species becomes selfconscious of its role in shaping the future of the Planet, at all levels, the operating
systems of human society will increasingly mimic those of the natural world which
thrives amid turbulence and disruption. Such a larger context for decision making,
the long-term sustainability of the Planet on which we all live, also provides a bigger
framework within which to have the conversations among the various religious
traditions so that they have the possibility of reconciling age-old rivalries in the guise
of mutual well-being.
Finally, the business communities which have provided the economic engine which
has dramatically raised the standard of living for masses of humanity and have
made possible the sustenance of six billion people on the Blue Marble will expand
their focus from the short-term well-being of the human species to the long-term
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viability of the Planet itself. The research techniques and operational patterns which
have fostered the rapid expansion of industrial production and information
interchange for one species have applications for all species. Understanding that
human beings form an integral part of a planetary system changes the parameters
which measure success of institutions as well as individuals. Economic
development and delivery systems which focused solely on enhancing the well being
of humans will expand their scope to include the non-human and inanimate worlds in
ways that lie beyond the imagination of citizens of previous generations.

Part IV: Fostering Religious Transformation
Within the Context of an Emerging Universe
Because the decision facing every individual and society involves fundamental
choices about the shape of the ultimate reality in which they exist – a choice which
finally requires a faith decision – much of the responsibility for shaping the future of
the human species lies within the religious institutions of every society. Each of the
religious traditions will need to acknowledge that they, themselves, are emerging
realities. Religious institutions tend to portray themselves as unchanging bulwarks
amid the tempest of transition. A long-term analysis of human history will, to the
impartial observer, reveal otherwise.
As a specific example, consideration can be given to the 2nd Council of Nicaea which
finally gathered in 787 to consider the role of icons and symbols within the Christian
Church. During the 8th Century, the Muslim religion was strengthening in the eastern
states and beginning to pose a political threat to the western states centered in
Rome and Byzantium. The Muslims and their sympathizers were also strongly
opposed to the veneration of icons and statues which were popular throughout
Europe. The Emperor Charlemagne and his sons were ruling Western Europe and
a woman effectively reigned in the lands immediately to the east – this, in and of
itself, caused some consternation as the male dominated leadership from
surrounding jurisdictions had reservations about dealing with a female. Looking for
a way to establish herself and her son, Emperor Constantine VI, Irene called for an
ecumenical council to convene in 786 in Constantinople. However, soldiers, in
collusion with views in opposition to Irene’s, entered the church where the
representatives had gathered and broke up the assembly. The next year, another
meeting was convened in a more remote location, Nicaea. It was attended by 350
delegates including two delegates from Rome sent by Pope Adrian I. This group
determined that it was acceptable to include statues and icons within churches and
places of worship. Whatever people, today, think about the outcome of the Council,
these same dynamics of making decisions about the content and practices of
religious understandings remain prevalent throughout the long-term past and
continue on into the present age. Each religious tradition has its own journey of
clarity and growing understanding.
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A second major task confronting religious institutions as they adopt the
understanding of an Emerging Universe involves making decisions about the words,
pictures and images they actually use to portray the vastness of reality. When I was
growing up, we had a large illustrated book of Milton’s epic poem Paradise Lost.
What fascinated me the most were the pictures – they looked like they had been
drawn by a visitor to a foreign land or that they came from a television news reporter
embedded with an advancing legion. Their realism convinced me that the fires of
hell burned furiously in a land that anyone would want to avoid. The flowing beauty
of the heavenly realms fostered peace and calm even when only viewing the
pictures. While the words of the poems escape me, the pictures still provide the
default images that I, and many of my generation, use to conceptualize the
wholeness of reality. Unfortunately, the images from the space telescopes and my
own understanding of the participatory nature of reality do not coincide with the
artist’s perspectives – but I have no other comprehensive images to fill the void.
While I am not an artist, and
thus cannot hope to replace
the vivid pictures that
accompanied Paradise Lost,
I have tried to conceptualize
the seamless reality in
which we live. The Dance
of the Cosmos at the right
depicts the dynamics which
interplay within the
Emerging Universe. Maybe
someone with an artistic
flare can add the compelling
images for future
generations.

The Dance of the Cosmos –
one depiction of the
seamless reality of the
Emerging Universe.
– F. Nelson Stover, 2009.

Throughout the ages, a major function of the religious
institutions has involved giving deep meaning and
significance to the human experience; of connecting the mundane to the profound.
Many of the traditional rites, rituals and celebrations which were developed within
the hierarchal agrarian societies of previous eras no longer reverberate with the
dilemmas, experiences and visions of those living, self-consciously, in an Emerging
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Universe. Part of this endeavor in the 21st Century will involve retelling the great
story of the past, of how we got to today. Briane Swimme and Thomas Berry
contributed to this effort in their book The Universe Story. At the end of this paper,
Appendix A contains two poems in which I compared the prevalent story from the
Christian perspective to a new one from the perspective of life in a global civilization
in an Emerging Universe. The adoption of new forms of celebration and ritual will
contribute to the task of giving significance to the human endeavor on Planet Earth.
As civilization continues on into the 21st Century each individual, each household,
and each nation encounters the imaginary line in the intellectual sand. Each must
decide whether to live as though they are in a fixed Created Reality into which
individuals and institutions must strive to accommodate themselves or to embark,
with the Emerging Universe, on its history long journey with inter-galactic scope.
The consequences of each one’s decisions affect all individuals and all species past,
present and future. Personally, I have decided to call myself an Evangelical
Environmental Mystic operating from the perspective of an Emerging Universe. As
such, I invite others to publicly declare themselves to be actively involved in giving
shape and form to the as yet unknown tomorrows in ways that all species might
have a fruitful existence in the millennia ahead.
Reader, the decision is yours. You can live on either side of the imaginary line in the
intellectual sand of the 21st Century. The consequences of your actions will impact
the lives and imaginations of generations and species to follow. Serenely hold on to
the final fruit of fire, light.
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Appendix A
The narrative poem Midsummer Moon was written as an outline for a stage play telling the
history of the Universe in the context of the transformations underway in the 21st Century.
During the holiday season of 2006, an original musical by Preston Lane was presented in
Greensboro by Triad Stage. The play, Beautiful Star, told the biblical narrative of the
creation of the world and the history of the Hebrew people as a prelude to the recounting of
the birth of Jesus in Bethlehem. While Beautiful Star drew sell-out crowds to a masterful
production of a well-written play, some people thought that the story, itself, was less than
adequate for the 21st Century. The following poem, A Beautiful Star, represents an attempt
to capture the essence of the play with a similar name. Midsummer Moon is written in the
same format and tells a parallel story yet emphasizes quite different themes.
For several decades,
Greensboro native Thomas
Berry has been writing and
speaking of the need for a
profoundly new way of
conceptualizing the human
relationship with the Universe
in which they live. Midsummer
Moon draws on Thomas’
writings to tell the story of an
Emerging Universe constantly
in the process of creating itself
anew. The Universe is
understood as a place in which
every particle and creature
participates in the on-going
process of creation. While
Midsummer Moon focuses on
the human element in the Universe’s drama, the action takes place within this larger
framework.
The basic purpose of the biblical revelation seems to
have been to alter the primordial sense of continuity
throughout the Universe. “Within the biblical context,
the continuity of divine presence with the natural world
was altered by establishing the divine as a transcendent
personality creating a world entirely distinct from itself.
In addition, the continuity of the divine with the human
was altered by the establishment of a covenant
relationship based on a juridic model. The continuity
between the human community and the natural world
was altered by identifying the human as a spiritual
being in contrast to all other beings. Only the human
really belonged to the sacred community of the
redeemed. The previous sense of a multi-species
community was diminished.”
Thomas Berry – Evening Thoughts

Such a new story, a fresh way of understanding how the human species got to where it is in
the 21st Century and thus how it can move forward into the coming centuries, provides an
important foundation for addressing the complex and intricate social, environmental and
spiritual problems facing each individual and society in the coming decades. The previous
ways of understanding life and the human role in the on-going drama of existence resonate
deeply with people who have heard them told over and over since they were children.
However, these same understandings are fostering irresponsible actions in the 21st Century
and, in fact, are leading to degradation of the life systems of the planet. Since, as Thomas
Berry has observed, these stories suggest a separation of the human from the natural world
and describe a static world into which current inhabitants must learn how to behave
correctly, people operating from these perspectives are unable to join in the rampant
creativity of the present moment and fail to see the deep-seated interrelations among all
aspects of the Universe. New self-understandings are required if human society is to be
able to continue to inhabit Planet Earth. These stories will tell of the primordial
interrelationship of all species and of the perpetual vitality of the life systems at all levels.
Midsummer Moon contributes to this expanded perspective of an Emerging Universe.
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A Beautiful Star
Long before fish swam in the oceans or birds filled the skies with their outstretched wings,
The Ever-Present All-Knowing One decided to have a creation,
With his deep manly voice he separated the dark from the light;
He commanded the sun to light the day and the moon to light the night.
In a day, He created the Earth with its raging seas and majestic mountains;
The rains watered the land, bringing life to the flowers and filling the rivers.
All the animals were formed by His hands and set free to inhabit the Earth.
From the dirt he shaped a man and blew the breath of life into his nostrils.
On the seventh day, the Creator looked over his handiwork.
Seeing Adam and Eve and the beautiful stars above their garden,
He proclaimed, “This is Good!”
All the angels and archangels served the Creator by keeping peace and harmony;
The one who sought personal power and fame was banished to burn forever.
Adam and Eve enjoyed their care-free life in the Garden of Eden
Facing only one constraint: “Avoid eating fruit from the Tree of Knowledge.”
The angel who had been thrown into the perpetual fires took the form of a snake
And he encouraged Eve to “take just one bite” of the forbidden fruit.
Eve convinced Adam that he, too, need not really obey the only law they were given
And both shared in partaking in the Knowledge of Good and Evil.
The All-Seeing One spoke to the pair, reprimanding them in an inescapable voice
And dooming them to a life of toil and pain outside the Garden,
Proclaiming “You are Bad”.
Descendents of the couple evicted from the idyllic garden were fruitful and multiplied,
They moved into cities and villages where commerce and religion flourished.
Strife and corruption erupted as greed for goods and wealth increased,
Though priests called for restraint from strife and compassion for the poor.
The Voice from the Great Beyond called from the thunder clouds to Noah and his family
Warning them to build an ark so that pairs of animals could survive the flood.
Then 40 days and 40 nights of incessant rains flooded the land leaving nothing dry.
All the wicked people were washed from the face of the planet.
Remembering the dove which returned with the olive branch and the rainbow in the sky,
The descendents of Noah would always remain assured of their God’s promise
That the “Good will be saved.”
Abraham led his tribes from Ur of the Chaldees and provided both vision and leadership,
But his favorite wife, Sarah, bore him no child to secure his lineage.
Though Sarah’s age precluded childbirth, an angel appeared to her in the night
To foretell the arrival of Abraham’s long-awaited son.
Abraham prized his son above all else and doted him with favors and attention;
Until the Voice in the Winds called for the child to be sacrificed on the mountain.
Filled with remorse coupled with reluctant obedience, Abraham headed for the summit
Carrying wood for the sacrificial fire and rope to bind his offering.
In the final moments before losing his beloved in the flames, a lamb appeared in the bushes
And the ultimately faithful and obedient Abraham’s son was spared –
For the obedient will be rewarded.
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… And for centuries beautiful stars filled the nighttime sky.
In Nazareth of Galilee, young Mary became betrothed to Joseph the carpenter
Yet to the disdain of their families, Mary discovered that she was pregnant.
An angel of the Almighty appeared to her to announce that hers would be the Son of God
That was coming to bring Peace to all Nations – she should not be afraid.
Both Joseph and Mary struggled to believe that lowly folk like themselves
Had been chosen to bring such glorious salvation into the world.
Casting aside their doubts and anxieties, and in obedience also to Roman decrees
The couple set off to Bethlehem to be counted in the census for taxation.
Though Mary was ready to deliver her child, they could find no room in the inn.
So Joseph prepared the manger in the stable under the stars and
God’s blessing arrived for all people.
Seated under the twinkling stars of the cloudless winter nighttime sky,
Faithful shepherds kept careful watch over their restive flocks.
Though undisturbed for countless nights (except for occasional poachers)
On the night of the Beautiful Star the skies were filled with hosts of angels.
The heavenly chorus proclaimed “Peace on Earth – Good Will to All”
And sent the shepherds to visit the new born baby in the humble manger.
Flocks of sheep and herds of cattle joined the shepherds in paying homage
To the King of Kings, the Lord of Lords, the long-awaited Messiah.
Mary and Joseph tended their first-born child, received the multitudes of guests,
And held memories of angels and shepherds in their hearts, and
All who believed were filled with Hope.
Three wandering wise men from distant kingdoms beyond the eastern rivers
Also gazed on the Beautiful Star and decided to seek the treasure it proclaimed.
While seeking guidance from the local governor, he requested a report of their findings
But an angel of the night advised them to return by another route.
After nights of fervent quest, the Beautiful Star rested over the manger in Bethlehem
Where the Wise Men joined in the celebration of the beautiful baby’s birth.
Their gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh were worthy of presentation to a noble king
And Mary treasured them along with the shepherd’s simple songs.
The stable behind the inn was filled with joy and harmony beyond imagination
As friends and strangers, the poor and the wealthy rejoiced to receive God’s Gift
And the powerful bowed down to the Prince of Peace.
And so .. ‘neath the light of the Beautiful Star on that first Christmas Night,
God sent his only begotten son to heal the pain of separation.
The promise of the rainbow was fulfilled in the incarnation of hope
And the faithfulness of the Virgin would inspire generations to come.
The children of Abraham remembered the obedience of their ancestors
And rejoiced in the promise of a fulfilled life for to those who followed the law.
The baby born in a manger would grow in stature and in favor with God and man
Eventually sending his disciples to preach the good news in every land.
For more than two millennia, in barrios and villages, in cities and towns
Priests and laity would gather to praise God who sent the Child of the Star
And God said, “This, too, is Good.”
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Midsummer Moon
The moment arrived that energy could no longer contain matter, nor time subsume space
And Is-ness burst free from the bonds of Nothingness as the Universe became manifest.
Echoes of the searing heat remained in the vastness of cosmic background noise.
After 14 billion years, countless stars, planets and species carry on the cosmic dance.
Great clouds of elemental gasses congealed then ignited to light the skies with stellar flares.
When the flaming giants collapsed, all the life-essential elements were formed.
The wispy arms of the Milky Way galaxy had witnessed countless of these supernovae and
From the element rich debris burst forth a Sun with planets, comets and moons.
A silvery moon soon sailed around the Blue Marble, observing as it circled
That green plants and multicolored flowers emerged, slowly, from the rolling seas
And the Universe embodied Autopoesis, Communion and Differentiation.
In the verdant boundary between the African savannah and the jungle, a bold experiment began.
Walking upright on their hind legs, forest creatures ventured out under the daylight sun.
This new posture allowed vocal chords to produce primal speech and freed arms to carry food.
Women could birth babies with larger heads through their expanded pelvic bones.
As the exploratory urge mounted, the walkers ventured out of Africa to cover Planet Earth.
They tamed fire for cooking, domesticated animals and physically adapted to locales.
Along lakes, rivers and seasides groups of families settled into the rhythms particular places.
They created languages, epic myths and social forms appropriate to their environments.
Trade flourished among the settlements as groups perfected ways to enhance existing crops.
Mining minerals allowed concentrated buildings and useful tools for growing societies.
While the silvery moon watched the flourishing of a species.
While most people concentrated on their daily tasks essential for growth and survival,
Some heard the Voice of the Unsynonymous and taught truths from the Depths.
Born of a wealthy noble, Siddhartha saw death and suffering with an immensely opened heart.
Enlightened under a boa tree, the Buddha returned to guide others on an 8-fold path.
As strife and suffering grew in kingdoms along the Yellow River, wise Confucius looked around
And saw profound harmony, the Yin and Yang, which led to peace within and without.
Jesus, the carpenter’s son, studied his God’s scriptures and heard the call in his heart,
He beckoned each person to serve God, and in his dying transformed death.
Midsummer Moon watched holy men and women transforming interior vision into social form
As increasingly complex societies were held together by rituals and holy days,
And the Universe’s drive for communion became self-conscious.
Societies grew and cared for their inhabitants and the environment that surrounded them;
When social pain abounded, some heard the Voice in the Thunder, and led transformation.
American democracy entered its 2nd century with only ½ of its citizens eligible to vote;
Susan B. Anthony led boycotts and lobbying efforts until the Constitution was amended.
Three centuries of British colonial rule left a nation without control of its own destiny,
Mahatma Gandhi turned interior resolve into political action until a new flag flew in the
land.
Nelson Mandela’s objections to South African apartheid laws landed him in prison;
But his vision for a better way persisted until he became President under new rules.
Midsummer moon shone over times of calm and times of disruption
Affirming both dynamics of organization and collapse in the on-going dance of creativity,
For the Universe knows radical differentiation.
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… and for eons Midsummer Moon slid across a starlit sky.
Midsummer Moon felt an extra warm blast, and knew a gentle touch when the Eagle landed.
The Universe crossed a threshold when one species crossed from planet to moon.
Having tapped millenniums worth of fossilized sunlight to fuel its species-specific economy
Some social visionaries warned of global warming and sought simpler lifestyles.
Though oceans surrounded every land, human population centers taxed potable water supplies.
Peace makers sought creative solutions to festering disputes over the precious liquid.
Mother Earth loved all her children but never had a single species so taxed her finite resources,
Voices from every land began to call for new policies and protections.
When consumption and rampant extraction diminished opportunities for the non-human species,
Cries for patterns of sustainable environmental practices fell on receptive ears
And Hope for every species spread across the land.
Social forms forged by isolated tribes and growing nations
Proved inadequate for highly literate societies in a global village.
Educational patterns that focused only on rote memorization and frequent repetition
Gave way to integrated thinking and exploration as internet connects opened new vistas.
Global economic calculations had long discounted all environmental effects
But carbon exchanges and renewable energy sources led to new valuations.
Religious leaders reexamined their ancient sources and heeded modern wisdom
In order to reinstate the natural world as a source of Beauty, Awe and Wonder.
Finally, political leadership reflected the diversity of their constituency
And adopted inclusive participatory patterns for decision making.
And Planet Earth became self-conscious.
In the foot-print on its dusty surface, Midsummer Moon
Felt both the extreme pride and the internal emptiness of the human species.
Centuries of frantic actions to produce more stuff led only to homes full of clutter
Though compassionate ones were advocating simplified living and meaningful activities.
Scientific rationalism split from religious wisdom left both adrift and shallow
Though conscious ones saw the oneness of the Universe, that Matter and Spirit are one.
Ancient religious traditions, remained in society as hollow practices
Though contemplative ones gave global forms to historic rituals.
Instead of precipitating ongoing strife over whose religious rites were legitimate,
Contemporary saints and sages were inventing profound inclusive practices
In the light of the Midsummer Moon.
Sixty-five million journeys around the sun earlier, Midsummer Moon saw
Fern and dinosaurs being replaced by flowers and mammals as the Cenozoic Era began.
Although some backward-looking leaders advocated using exclusively technological fixes,
Ever larger numbers of people decided to live in the Ecozoic Era.
The all-pervasive processes of the Universe flourished on the consciousness-rich Planet
As each species found its unique role on the global stage.
New social forms and cultural patterns enabled inclusion of diverse perspectives
As communication channels bridged chasms of distance in the global village.
The Universe took complexity to a new level on Planet Earth and
Midsummer Moon joined in the Cosmic Dance;
And All knew “It was Good”.
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Elaine and Nelson Stover, Talegaon, India – 2003.
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